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INTERIOR DESIGN 
The purpose of interior design or decoration is to make 
the home more livable and attractive. 
Interior design must ( 1) serve the living habits of 
you and your family; ( 2) satisfy your ideas of comfort, 
beauty, economy, ease of maintenance or "housekeep-
ing"; and ( 3) satisfy the broader standards of good 
design. 
Interior design involves personal likes and dislikes; 
it involves habits and hobbies. Unless it fulfills indi-
- vidual needs, it can not be called successful, regardless 
- of how well it meets the rules of good design. However, 
it is not successful if it violates all rules of good design 
even if it satisfies a fad or whim of an individual. 
The smallest house can be livable and attractive, 
and, therefore, as successfully decorated as the large 
home. Every budget provides for certain furnishings. 
These influence the design of the room. 
ELEMENTS OF DESIGN 
Elements of design are both tangible and intangible. 
The tangible elements are architectural space and the 
furnishings. 
The intangible elements are design principles, such 
as arrangement, scale, form, color, pattern and texture. 
These are treated in some detail in this circular because 
they are the basis of all interior planning. 
Space 
Space is the first element of interior design. The loca-
tion and size of windows, doors, wall areas, fireplaces, 
and built-in cabinets determine to a large extent how 
the design should be handled. 
The right time to consider wall space or window 
location for furniture placement and decoration is 
when the house plans are being drawn or selected. 
After a house is built, structural changes are expensive; 
however, interior design can, and should, do much to 
overcome architectural faults as well as to enhance 
good features. 
Furnishings 
The furnishings are the physical elements which deco-
rate interior space. They are the tools of the interior 
decorator. Nearly every room includes such ele-
ments as: 
• Paint, wallpaper, and other wall coverings 
• Flooring and floor coverings 
• Draperies, curtains, blinds, and shades 
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• Furniture (both free-standing and built-in) 
• Lighting equipment (fixtures and portable lamps) 
• Pictures and other accessories 
• Heating equipment (radiators, registers, heaters) 
Successful design grows from a carefully con-
sidered long-range plan. Too often furnishings are 
acquired in a hit-or-miss manner over. a period of years. 
This practice usually fails to produce successful design. 
In planning your interior, first get your overall 
goal clearly in mind. Draw some floor plans to scale, 
then make a complete list of all the furnishings needed. 
This list will vary in each home to suit the tastes, living 
activities, and budget of the users. Check the furnish-
ings you already have to see whether or not they will 
fit into your scheme. 
If close budgeting is necessary, decide where you 
can economize without disadvantage. For example, 
a mattress which soon becomes lumpy and uncom-
fortable is a poor investment. On the other hand, cur-
tains and other items not subject to heavy wear can 
be of inexpensive material and still be effective. Your 
best guide to the quality of furnishings is the informa-
tive tag that is often attached to the item. This tag 
describes the material and method of construction 
used. 
In a new home, many people wisely use what they 
have until they have lived there for a few months. 
Besides being economical, this procedure allo~s time to 
develop plans and to shop for furnishings which will 
give lasting satisfaction. 
University of Illinois Small Homes Council Circular Hl.O 
Arrangement 
Arrangement of furnishings is the most important ele-
ment of good interior design. Upon arrangement de-
pends the success of the room from the standpoint of 
use. 
The ideal arrangement for use is not always visually 
satisfying because of the placement of doors, windows 
and other architectural features. It is usually possible, 
however, to make any arrangement attractive through 
careful selection of color, pattern, and texture, and 
through attention to form and scale. 
Arrangement can make a room formal or informal. 
It can make a small room seem more spacious, or a 
large room more intimate. 
The placement of furniture should be studied when 
plans for a new home are drawn - but in any 
case, before wall decoration is done or furnishings pur-
chased. One of the best ways to study arrangement 
is to place cardboard cut-out of furniture, made to 
scale, upon a plan of the room at the same scale. 
Several good arrangements should be possible in 
each room. In arranging furnishings, use these princi-
ples as guides: 
place cutouts of furniture 
upon a scaled plan 
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• If use requires that the larger pieces of furniture be 
grouped so closely that the room seems heavy on one 
side, try to bring the room into balance by shifting 
the larger pictures and accessories to other positions. 
• Keep conversational groups away from lines of 
traffic. Pull chairs out of far corners; group chairs 
together. 
• Place tables and lamps near chairs and sofas. Where 
possible, make a table and lamp serve two or more 
seats. Don't use a chair or table simply as a space-
filler- an isolated chair or table is seldom used to 
full advantage. 
• Place large pieces of furniture and rugs parallel to 
the walls, not diagonally. Don't use too many small 
throw rugs in one room. They usually destroy units, 
and make the room seem cluttered. 
• Don't crowd your rooms with too much furniture. 
Open spots are desirable. 
• Simplicity enhances beauty. 
• Do not avoid an arrangement merely because it is 
unusual. Let functional requirements suggest new 
possibilities to you. Try your desk at a right angle 
to a window so that the light will come from the 
side. If the room is not too small, trying putting the 
sofa out in the room instead of along the wall. 
• Hang pictures at eye level. A 24" x 30" horizontal 
frame should be about 48 inches from the floor. 
arrangement 
of furnishings most important 
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chair out of scale with room 
Scale has to do with the size of furnishings in relation 
to each other, to the room, and to the human figure. 
Remember these things about scale: 
• Furnishings used together should be similar in scale 
to achieve harmony. A small end-table with long, 
thin legs will look out of place beside a large and 
massive davenport. 
• The scale of furnishings must suit the room. Huge 
over-stuffed chairs are out of scale with a small room 
and make it seem smaller. 
• The size of furniture must be right for the comfort of 
those who use it most. For example, some tables do 
not have knee height for long-legged people; some 
chairs are too long in the seat from front to back for 
short people. 
• Lamps should be large enough for the tables and 
chairs with which they are used. If the lamps seem 
Color 
Color can accomplish more at less cost than any other 
element of interior design. Everything in a room has 
color- either natural or applied. 
Color creates mood or atmosphere- makes a room 
seem gay or restful, warm or cool. Color can be used 
to unify a room; hide ugly shapes; accent points of 
interest; make a small room seem larger or a dark room 
lighter. 
Two fundamental points about color should be 
noted: 
• Colors may be pure ("strong") or grayed ("soft") . 
This characteristic is technically called the intensity 
or chroma of the color. 
• Color may be light or dark. This characteristic is 
technically called the value of the color. 
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chair scaled to room 
too small, larger shades may help - or you may 
need bigger lamps. 
• Pictures and mirrors should be large enough for the 
furniture under them or the wall on which they 
hang. Try grouping several small pictures, or frame 
them with larger mats to make them more impor-
tant. Sometimes the table may be too small for the 
picture or mirror above it. Try making the table 
seem larger and more important by placing greenery 
on it. 
• Draperies and curtains should not be too skimpy for 
the height and the width of the window. An abun-
dance of inexpensive material is better than an 
insufficient amount of costly material. 
• Rugs should be large enough for the floor area. 
Floor coverings laid wall-to-wall, or nearly so, unify 
a room and make it seem more spacious. 
Both intensity and value exist in all colors at the 
same time. For example, vermillion is a pure, medium 
value red; maroon is a dark, grayed red; buff is a light, 
grayed yellow. 
Successful use of color is achieved by a balance of 
colors of different intensities and values. A room in 
which all the colors are light and grayed is often bland 
and uninteresting. A room in which the predominant 
areas of color are pure (either light or dark) is usually 
harsh, and soon tiresome. 
Walls, ceilings, and floor coverings are large areas 
which form the basis of any color scheme. Generally, 
these large areas should be soft and grayed. As such, 
they are easier to live with and form a background 
which combines well with the stronger colors of the 
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furnishings and accessories. The pure colors form the 
accents in a room because a small amount of pure, 
strong color will balance a large area of soft, grayed 
color. Notice how occasional chairs, vases, flowers, 
pictures, and small accessories can be brilliant in color, 
and much lighter or darker, without destroying the 
unity of a color scheme. 
There are three types of color schemes: ( 1) con-
trasting; ( 2) analogous, or similar; and ( 3) monochro-
matic, or various values and hues of one color. All can 
be used successfully. Their use depends upon you and 
the mood which you want the room to express. 
• Choose colors you like, not necessarily the colors of 
current fashion. Forget such rules as: "Blue and 
green should never be used together." Use your eyes, 
not your fears. Select from samples, and you will 
find many combinations which are pleasing. 
• Before you decorate, collect color samples of wall-
paper, paint, upholstery, and carpeting.* Have be-
fore you every color you intend to use. Study pos-
sible combinations carefully. Take your time. If 
you still like a particular combination after a day or 
two, go ahead. 
• If you wish to use a new and daring color on a 
large area such as a wall, and are unsure about it, 
try painting a large piece of paper- a square yard 
or more in size- with the color and let it dry as 
Form 
complicated 
Form is the shape of things. It is form more than 
anything else that distinguishes the various historic 
styles or periods in furniture. Form can make a room 
seem feminine or masculine. 
Well-designed furniture is basically simple in form. 
Good form can be light or heavy in appearance, softened 
by curves, made severe by straight lines, or enriched 
with turnings or carving; but it is not complicated, 
clumsy, excessive, or tricky. If you want curves, see 
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a test area, or paint the smallest end of the room and 
let it dry. This will enable you to judge better how 
the color will look in large amounts. For the same 
reason, large samples of carpeting, drapery, and up-
holstery materials are much easier to judge. 
• Don't be drab in order to be practical. Bright colors 
do not show soil any more than neutral colors of the 
same value. Many present-day materials are amaz-
ingly soil resistant. 
• Generally, limit yourself to three or four principal 
colors in a room. This limitation will require you 
to repeat each color throughout the room, and 
thereby help you to achieve unity. 
• It is much easier to harmonize the color of walls and 
draperies with a carpet than to match a carpet to 
the walls and draperies. For a spacious look, use 
drapery material of the same value (lightness or 
darkness) but not necessarily of the same identical 
color as the walls. If figured draperies, upholstery, 
or slipcovers are used, harmony will usually be en-
hanced if some of the approximate color of the 
walls or carpeting appears in the pattern. 
• The various colors of woods harmonize and add 
interest. All wood in a room need not be identical. 
* Many coordinated color plans have been developed by home furnish-
ings manufacturers. Rugs, paints, wallpaper, draperies, and upholstery 
materials are keyed to basic color groups, thus enabling homemakers to 
buy furnishings in harmonious color combinations. 
tricky and excessive 
that they are strong, open curves, free from fussy twists 
and gingerbread. Periods can be mixed freely with 
each other and with modern when the forms are related. 
The principles of form apply not only to furniture, 
but also to such items as draperies, lamp shades, picture 
frames, casings, baseboards. Simplicity of form is an 
aid to: 
• Easier housekeeping and maintenance. 
• Greater possibilities for furniture arrangement. 
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Pattern and Texture 
Everything in a room has pattern and texture - fabrics, 
stone, wood, glass, metal, plaster, brick, china, plants. 
Pattern is not only apparent in printed and woven 
designs, and in wood grain -it is formed by every ob-
ject. The outline of a chest makes a pattern on the 
wall; its shadow also makes a pattern. 
Textures can usually be felt as well as seen. Porce-
lain is smooth and hard; tweed, coarse and soft. Tex-
tures can be so pronounced as to form subtle patterns. 
• Be very careful in using two strong patterns close 
together in large amounts. Be especially careful 
mixing similar large scale patterns. With a figured 
everything in a room has pattern and texture 
wall, plain draperies, or those of an unobtrusive 
pattern, are usually best. 
• Use contrasting textures for variety where con-
trasting colors or patterns might destroy unity. 
• Plain or unobtrusively patterned coverings are 
usually best for large areas such as walls or floors. 
Such covering are easier to adapt to a decorative 
scheme than those with strong pattern . 
• Use a patterned covering where soiling i a problem 
or where an empty space, such a a hallway or 
foyer, lacks interest. 
don 't use strong confl icting patterns 
A TYPICAL DECORATING PROBLEM 
The drawings on the opposite page show how the prin-
ciples discussed in this circular can improve the appear-
ance and livability of an area. The rooms and the 
furnishings shown in both views were not selected be-
cause they are ideal, but because they are typical of the 
home plans, furnishings, problems, and possibilities 
which a great many families face. Indeed, the furnish-
ings were intentionally drawn to have an almost anony-
mous character so that readers can really substitute, 
in their minds, furnishings which they already have on 
hand or may acquire. 
The major improvement was gained by merely re-
arranging the furniture to give the room greater useful-
ness, order, and dramatic interest. Further improvement 
was made by changing the draperies, rugs, and lamps 
and by grouping some of the small pictures. Some new 
furnishings were added to fulfill certain needs and to 
substitute for furniture less adapted to the space avail-
able. Two built-in book cases were installed to show 
how short walls can be used to advantage. 
After studying the before and after views and be-
coming familiar with the principles employed, readers 
are urged to relate them to their own decorating 
problem. 
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Note in the Before View 
• Scattered placement of large pieces of furniture 
makes conversation difficult and disrupts the unity 
of the room. 
• Diagonal pieces in the corners waste space and 
makes the room seem cluttered. This is particularly 
true in small rooms. 
• Pictures are too small for the wall areas they occupy 
and for the furniture near them. Most have been 
hung too high. 
• Rugs are too small for rooms, break the floor area, 
and make the rooms seem cluttered and smaller. 
Throw rugs do not help. 
• The lamps are generally too small, and there is no 
lamp at the desk. 
• Skimpy draperies contribute to broken-up appear-
ance. Even if they are of fine material, they will 
seem meager. 
• While the breakfront and high-backed dining chairs 
would be attractive in a larger room, they seem to 
crowd and overpower the dining space shown. 
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Before 
Afte r 
Note in the After View 
• The large chairs have been organized with the sofa 
to form a conversation group. Placed parallel with 
the walls, these major design elements now relate 
to the architecture and help to unify the room. The 
placement of larger pieces parallel to walls would 
be less important in larger rooms. 
• The fireplace is a dramatic focal point around which 
to arrange the room. However, a group of shelves 
filled with books or art objects, a music-TV center, a 
collection of pictures, a large window, a display of 
plants, and many other possibilities could be used 
with equal impact and effectiveness as focal points. 
• Pictures, mirrors, and picture groupings are in pro-
portion to the size of the areas they occupy and the 
furniture near them, and are hung at eye-level. 
• Wall-to-wall carpeting adds to the sense of spacious-
ness and unifies rooms. Room-size rugs could be 
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equally effective, and, if you have handsome floors, 
might be preferable. The absence of throw rugs con-
tributes to feeling of spaciousness in this instance. 
However, they make attractive accents, judiciously 
used, especially in larger rooms where furnishings 
are sparse. 
• All lamps are tall enough for good reading and large 
enough to be in scale with the rest of the furniture. 
• Ample, full-length draperies add unity and richness, 
and are hung to expose most of the glass area, mak-
ing windows seem larger. 
• Smaller chairs and sideboard are better adapted to 
the small dining area than the larger pieces in the 
before view because of their smaller size. They are 
just as functional, and, by occupying less space, they 
not only add to the usable space of the room but 
also contribute to a sense of spaciousness. 
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CONTEMPORARY OR TRADITIONAL? 
The cost of complete refurnishing is often too great for 
the budget. Few people can afford to discard sound, 
usable furniture; furthermore, the sentimental or antique 
value of some older pieces often makes it undesirable 
to discard them. Furnishings are naturally added, 
altered, and eliminated over a period of years. 
If your furniture is well-designed, it can probably be 
combined with traditional or contemporary. The re-
sults can be exceedingly attractive if considerations of 
scale, form, and the degree of formality are observed. 
For example, traditional furniture of small scale, and 
a casual, practical character, such as Early American, 
can often be successfully mixed with modern furnish-
ings of comparable form, scale, and character. Similarly, 
contemporary furniture of an elegant, formal quality 
might be combined with traditional pieces in the mode 
of the English Regency or American Federalist period. 
Indeed a fine, single piece of contrasting form can be 
used in almost any setting as a focal point or accent. 
Good contemporary furniture is: 
• Simple in form and easy to maintain. 
• Flexible. The correlated, sectional pieces which are 
often available permit numerous arrangements. 
• Light in weight and usually smaller in scale. The 
elimination of excess bulk results in lightness and 
portability without loss of strength. 
• Scaled and planned for the houses and apartments 
now being built. Today's living units tend to be 
smaller, and space is at a premium. Contemporary 
furniture contributes to the sense of spaciousness 
and often actually provides more usable space. 
• Lasting in design. Good contemporary design de-
pends on fundamentals of beauty, such as good pro-
portion and form. 
If the basic shapes are straightforward and simple in 
appearance, they should always be pleasing. Avoid 
novelty "modern," employing tricky shapes and super-
fluous ornamentation. 
Traditional furniture is: 
• More easily obtained, especially in smaller cities. 
• Generally less expensive than contemporary furniture 
of similar quality. However, in any long-term in-
vestment, such as furniture, your decision should not 
be influenced by relatively small differences in cost. 
• More homelike to some people. This may be be-
cause traditional is more familiar to them. When 
properly used in the home with well-chosen colors 
and textures, contemporary furniture is also warm 
and inviting. 
In selecting traditional furniture it is generally better to 
select accurate reproductions, or carefully scaled down 
adaptations, of authentic antiques and museum pieces 
which have been recurring favorites for many genera-
tions. These will give more lasting satisfaction than 
contrived and hybrid versions of so-called traditional 
styling. 
In decorating, use contemporary principles whether 
your furnishings are traditional or contemporary, or a 
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blending of both. Contemporary design at its best is a 
way of doing things, not a style or formula. It may 
even be described as against devotion to style. The 
key to contemporary design is function. Base your 
planning upon use. 
• As a guiding principle, eliminate insofar as possible 
things which are only ornamental- plants, flowers, 
and pictures excepted. Useful items should be 
beautiful, and beautiful items should be useful. Don't 
mistake excessive elaboration or tricky design for 
beauty. 
• Strive for ease of maintenance. Eliminate excessive 
bric-a-brac and anything else that makes maintenance 
difficult. Provide ample storage units. 
• Strive for spaciousness. Contemporary design em-
ploys principles of arrangement, form, scale, color, 
and pattern which seem to enlarge a room. Bring 
the spaciousness of the outdoors into your home by 
making the most of your windows. If you use drap-
eries, let them cover primarily the wall, revealing 
the glass. 
• Suit furnishings to their purpose. For areas that will 
be used regularly by the whole family, choose furni-
ture which can take hard usage and still retain 
good appearance. 
• Use modern inventions and conveniences as they are. 
Do not encumber them with unnecessary trimmings 
or false fronts. 
combine 
traditional and 
contemporary 
strive for ease 
of maintenance-
eliminate 
excessive bric-a-brac 
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